Uggles and the University of Illinois: a very furry situation indeed! 

In 2015, the Undergraduate Library (UGL) of University of Illinois at Urbana- 
Champaign, a public research university home to one of the biggest research libraries in the 
country, which focuses on undergraduate students, began an unusual campaign. UGL already 
had a social media team with accounts on Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, WordPress, and 
Twitter, using an established marketing manual established by GAs (graduate assistants) working 
for the library, publishing posts “relevant to undergraduate students” (Eastman et al., 24-25). 
With a goal to promote their library services, this team planned to use more humor, with a “cat 
librarian” named Carver becoming the library’s “star” when given the “stage name” of Uggles, 
helping students “find” library items (Fargo 2015; Eastman et al., 25). On April 1, this new 
mascot (or symbol) was rolled out on social media. The response was larger than anticipated, 
reaching hundreds, if not thousands of people, with student engagement increasing, a success as 
it was “previously rare” (Eastman et al., 26). Uggles was further promoted when the UGL 
partnered with “campus health and counseling centers” in May 2015. The UGL did this by taking 
advantage of the momentum from this social media-heavy campaign to strengthen outreach for a 
de-stress event and cement existing campus partnerships (Eastman et al., 27). They also tapped 
into social media habits of undergraduates by asking students to take selfies with Uggles and 
post them on social media with the appropriate hashtag: #AskUggles. As the year went on, the 
social media team of UGL had Uggles “take over” the library’s social media, gave a “back story” 
of the cat, which led to increased engagement. This was followed by promoting this new mascot 


in interior spaces of the library, drawing attention to existing library services (Eastman et al., 27). 
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Importantly, this was done without “oversaturating social media posts with cat pictures,” which 
would be easy to do! The campaign was continued into the spring of 2016 with the social media 
campaign putting up fun videos, based off popular culture, to talk about the library rules 
(Eastman et al., 27-28; “Where is Uggles the UGL cat?’”’). The campaign was successful enough 
it was continued into 2017 and then into spring 2018, with offers for undergraduates to go on a 
“cat venture” to “find” Uggles (“Go On a Cat-Venture”’; “Find Uggles — Final Update’; “Find 
Uggles — Update’’). It was said, in spring 2018, that the cat had come back by “popular demand”! 
(“The 6 Most Unfortunate Places to Yell “Daddy!” on Dads Weekend”; “Find Uggles Spring 
2018”; “De-Stress Fest Spring 2018!”’). While the cat has seemed to currently cease being a 
mascot, UGL recently lend its endorsement to the article about its campaign, which forms the 
basis of this essay, all of their videos on the UGL’s Facebook page feature an “uggles” character 
(a person dressed up in an animal suit), and Uggles appear in some photos from the spring of this 
year (““Events”; “Uggles the UGL Cat”; Miller 2018; Cox 2018; “All videos”; “All photos”). 
Through the description in this paragraph, I have adequately given an overview of this unusual 
marketing effort, the location, time frame, purpose, and components of this campaign, providing 
a strong start to the rest of this essay. 

In order to analyze this marketing campaign it is worth recognizing who the target 
audience was in this case. As Laura Kline said in her talk to our class on October 4th, the 
“general public” doesn’t exist because it is not monolithic, meaning that as a result you need to 
know who you are talking to and who your “real audience” is for your campaign. In the case of 


the UGL’s “Uggles” campaign the target audience is simple: the 32,000 undergraduates currently 
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attending the university (Eastman et al., 24). This is obvious from the fact that this library is 
specifically geared toward undergraduates, unlike, for example, McKeldin Library at the 
University of Maryland, College Park, which is the de facto undergraduate library, while 
Hornblake is the de facto graduate library. The audience for UGL is further evidenced by the fact 
that students saw themselves as the ones this campaign spoke to (Kania 2015; Chin 2015). In an 
unintended way, the campaign also ended up being aimed at faculty and staff, although this was 
clearly not the original intention of the UGL social media team (Univ of IL OBFS News 2015a; 
Univ of IL OBFS News 2015b; Mobile at Illinois 2015). 

Since the audience of this campaign is clear, it is important to recognize what behavior 
this campaign is trying to influence. For one, the video, which began the campaign, aimed to 
ease possible anxiety students had about the library by showing that “librarians have humor and 
are not difficult to approach to help” (Eastman et al., 25). This was coupled with highlighting 
existing library services and spaces, with the clear purpose of their campaign leading to buy-in 
from library administrators so the cat could be brought into the library space. After the quick and 
easy filming of the video, which only had the problem of getting the cat to stay “awake long 
enough to execute her scenes,” it was released in such a way so that it was clearly lighthearted 
and made clear that UGL had not hired a “new feline employee” (Eastman et al., 25; Eastman et 
al., 25-6). After the video’s release, the mascot of “Uggles” was used to get people to ask 
research questions, implying that undergraduates should not be afraid to ask questions of the 


library while simultaneously making the library welcoming (UGL Illinois 2015f). 


Page 3 


With the audience and behavior the campaign was trying to influence previously 
explicated in this essay, recognizing the goal of this effort by UGL is paramount. It was clear 
from the beginning: to get undergraduates excited “about the library and aware of what the UGL 
has to offer” (Eastman et al., 26). Later on, this campaign strove to ease anxiety students “may 
have about librarians,” highlight excellent librarians through the library system, and encourage 
students to explore historically significant sites on the campus (Eastman et al., 28). The 
campaign also was a public relations effort by the library, working to raise awareness of the 
library’s services, encourage people to come into the library, and would lead to future 
collaborations for UGL (Eastman et al., 28-29). Interestingly, the campaign may have also led to 
enrollment in the university by prospective students while encouraging people to reach out to the 
library and attracting attention of other campus institutions (Eastman et al., 29- 30). 

This brings us to the one of the most important elements: the strengths and weaknesses of 
this campaign. For one, you could say a strength is that it was targeted to a specific audience. A 
weakness was that it was mostly social media interaction, like Twitter and Instagram, where they 
still are very active (UGL Illinois 2015a; UGL Illinois 2015d; UGL Mlinois 2015e). But it was 
not completely social media interaction, as there were efforts inside the library to promote this 
mascot, the “catbrarian” (UGL Illinois 2015b; UGL Illinois 2015c). Clearly, this campaign 
encompassed the four elements of marketing campaigns used by the authors of the article in 
Marketing Libraries Journal, where this campaign was originally written about: “develop a 
plan...stay on brand...do not overuse...[and] plan for the future” (Eastman et al., 30). This 


brings us again to Laura Kline’s talk on October 4th. She said that marketing is not only about 
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promoting yourself and influencing other people’s decisions, but should start by answering three 
questions: What is your goal? Who is your audience? What does success look like? Clearly, 
UGL recognized all three of those questions, leaving behind something better than what they 
started with, and overcoming the common hurdle of library marketing to show community, by 
directly appealing to undergraduates. This was, what you could call an age-crossing bridge since 
the GAs were Millennials developing the social media content, but they were appealing to 
undergraduates. It was not cross-generational because the next generation is generally recognized 
to begin in 2003, 2004, or 2005 (Herrman 2014; Metcalf 2017; Boysen 2013; Elmore 2014). The 
weaknesses of the campaign can be determined by the readers and should be abundantly obvious. 

Further comments 

I have some other comments on this campaign, which has caught the eye of information 
professionals (Webber 2018). For one, there are have been other “catbrarians” like Doodie in 
The Woodlands of Texas to promote specific books, and others at the Cardozo Law Library in 
New York or the Des Moines Library, to give a few examples (“LSC-CyFair Library”; Regina 
Reads A Lot 2018a; Regina Reads A Lot 2018b; Cardozo Law Library 2018; Des Moines 
Library 2016). It is not unusual for such catbrarians as one in Russia once actually worked as a 
librarian (Broderick 2013). As such, while UGL’s effort is a bit unique, it taps into what we 
talked about in class on October 11th: that a great way to use social media is to humanize your 
organization. Connected with this is when you use Twitter you have to rely on connecting with 
other organizations, organic connections, and hashtags rather than paid media. This is exactly 


what UGL did in their social media-heavy campaign, which from all measures seems to be a 
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success! With this Iam reminded about what we talked about in class on October 4th: that the 
purpose of marketing is to influence behavior, not change opinion, and that a call to action plan 
is a form of advocacy. In the same class, we mentioned that numbers and data can help you 
figure out your target audience and that every single person in a library is a marketing person as 
they represent public face of organization, whether they like that or not. This campaign by UGL 
shows this to be correct as they already know their target audience from existing stats and use 
their staff as marketing people, specifically in relation to the mascot of Uggles the cat. There is 
no doubt they looked at their engagement on social media as the people who wrote the article 
about the campaign likely got information from UGL itself. With this mascot, UGL was not 
engaged in a deliberate tactic to make something provocative, with backlash creating “free 
press.” Instead, this was positive press. This campaign also showed that no one is immune to 
advertising and marketing, especially undergraduates. In another way, what UGL is doing, in 
their use of social media is not exclusive. 14 academic library plans mentioned in Saunders’ 
article “specifically mentioned use of social media and networking tools such as Facebook, 
Twitter, and blogs as marketing or communication venues” (Saunders 289). The strategic plans 
reviewed in that article mentioned the value of the library and tended to “tie the concept to 
marketing and outreach efforts,” even though they left the latter largely “unsupported by a strong 
connection to assessment” (Saunders 290). It is possible that the UGL plan on “Uggles” was an 
outgrowth of the strategic plan, but even if it was not, it was a clearly effective method in 
promoting the library to the target audience of undergraduates, allowing them to more concretely 


connect with the library than they had done in the past. 
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This brings us to a number of other relevant readings. The library profiled in the Dole 
article, the Hunt Library at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University (ERAU), listed one of their 
goals as investigating “new avenues for marketing and outreach” (Dole 334). This was coupled 
with the management team asking “volunteers to serve on cross-departmental teams that would 
explore the marketing and preservation issues” leading to a strong library response. Other 
readings were more pessimistic about the amount of marketing academic libraries engage in. 
Holley, in her article, wrote that faculty and students came to the library due to the lack of 
“inexpensive alternatives,” meaning that “libraries didn’t have to do much marketing” (Holley 
723-724). Not surprisingly, she recommended that “libraries must pay greater attention to 
marketing” (Holley 728). For this campaign, the article by Peacemaker, Robinson, and Hurst was 
the strongest, even though it wasn’t directly about marketing. It noted that for libraries, Facebook 
and Twitter remain the “most popular platform” while libraries also use blogs and are dipping 
their toes into other platforms like YouTube, Pinterest, Flickr, and Instagram” (Peacemaker, 
Robinson, and Hurst 103). UGL is part of that trend, without a doubt, as it has a presence on 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, WordPress, and Pinterest. Their campaign not only prioritized the 
“idea of change” but undoubtedly created “closer relationships with library users,” fulfilling the 
promise of such media (Peacemaker, Robinson, and Hurst 105-106). UGL also clearly 
recognized that engagement on such media, which is “ephemeral and fleeting,” is “critical” since 
quality of content is important but if no one is viewing it, then that defeats the purpose, using 
such media (Peacemaker, Robinson, and Hurst 106). At the same time, the UGL’s campaign is 


clearly a successful effort in public relations (Peacemaker, Robinson, and Hurst 107). 
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Photos of the “Uggles” marketing campaign 


Figure Pip Uggles with students during 


Meet & Greet Figure 1: Uggles during marketing video Figure 3: Uggles during 


filming radio interview 


All above photos courtesy of the Marketing Libraries Journal 


Photo on left courtesy of Twitter an in adie courtesy of iucie and the photo on the ere is courtesy of 
the “silent UGL” video on Facebook. 
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